Additionally, this lesson began the process of pushing the students to see those cultural and social "objects" that appeared to be natural, fixed, and impenetrable as products of historical, socially constructed processes from which certain people benefited by having them be the way they are.
Drawing from the work of critical-literacy theorists (Freire; Giroux), American literary scholars (Denning; Nelson), and the work of scholars interested in secondary literature pedagogy (Applebee), we posit an approach to the teaching of American literature in secondary schools that foregrounds issues of power, marginalization, representation, popular culture, canon formation, and democracy rather than the usual issues of personal response (reader response) and aesthetics (New Criticism). While reader response and New Criticism remain important components of our pedagogy, we strive to foreground historical, cultural, and social issues. Our approach creates spaces for students to investigate and actively engage with the traditions and texts they are oftentimes merely required to "study" and "appreciate." We ask students to seek out the history, value, and functions of texts so they begin to see themselves not just as passive consumers of a tradition but as active, critical thinkers developing the skills, dispositions, and habits of mind to question those traditions they are so often meant to take at face value, traditions that privilege certain voices over others. As Henry A. Giroux argues, Curriculum does not merely offer courses and skills, it functions to name and privilege particular histories and experiences. In its dominant form, it does so in such a way as to marginalize or silence the voices of subordinate groups. For critical educators, then, the English curriculum has to be seen as a site of struggle. The issue here is how can teachers of English educate students to be critical, rather than good, citizens. The distinction is central for educating students either to adapt to existing relations of power or to learn how to read society differently so as to apply the principles of a critical democracy to the creation of new and radical forms of community. In this case, the teaching of English must be seen as a form of citizenship education that seeks to expand, rather than restrict, the possibilities of democratic public life. (306) Using American literature, then, as the forum for the development of critical habits of mind, skills, and dispositions, our experience is that students move beyond a description of their communal, institutional, and social worlds into an investigation and transformation of them. By critical we mean the development of consumptive, productive, and distributive literacy skills designed to help students describe, challenge, and transform existing conditions of their world as they develop traditional literacy skills of reading, writing, viewing, listening, and speaking. As Paulo Freire has written, fostering critical literacy helps students read the "word and the world." The remainder of this article, then, demonstrates how we implement this approach to the study of American literature with secondary students by highlighting two units of study. Moving from popular culture images to literary ones, readings in this unit include selections from Black Elk Speaks, by John G. Neihardt, and from Native American Literature: An Anthology, edited by Lawana Trout. Black Elk Speaks is a useful text to continue inquiry into the cultural invisibility of Native identity. We read this text in much the same way that the students "read" the image they chose in the initial activity. We ask questions such as, Who is the main character in Black Elk Speaks? Yes, it is the story of Black Elk, his Great Vision, and the fate of the Lakota people, but to what extent is this also the story of Neihardt, the actual writer of the text? Questioning Neihardt's role in telling Black Elk's story may lead students to question who, if anyone, is trusted to "tell" their story. We explore how we are defined by the television shows we watch, by the advertisements we are exposed to, or by other social-, cultural-, and gender-related expectations. Lawana Trout's anthology is an accessible source for students to study the works of contemporary Native authors. We draw attention to the ways in which selected authors reject "visible" representations endorsed by ideologies still wound tightly in the myths of manifest destiny and noble savagery. N. Scott Momaday, Linda Hogan, Leslie Marmon Silko, and many others claim autonomous identities in the face of racism and stereotypes and call for the reader to do the same. Hogan, for instance, describes writing as an act of resistance in "The Two Lives." She insists that writing is the most powerful tool in the formation of an individual identity. "My own efforts," she writes, "have gone into new tools, the dismantling, the rebuilding. Writing is my primary crowbar, saw, and hammer. It is a way of not allowing ourselves to be depowered by disappearance" (36). Throughout the Trout readings, class discussion continually returns to issues of disappearance: Has Neihardt's text actually contributed to Black Elk's disappearance? Are you in any danger of disappearing due to the ways in which you've been represented? Class discussions originate from popular culture representations of Native Americans, move on to examine Native American literary representations, and ultimately ask students to consider their identities as either the manifestation of accepted stereotypes or as autonomously created. This unit demonstrates how the English curriculum can become a space for students to observe, describe, investigate, and possibly transform their world and their relationship to it. Students are challenged to deepen their traditional literacy skills, such as literary analysis, reading, writing, and researching, pushing them to become not only active and critical but also skilled consumers, producers, and distributors of texts and information. Much like the end of the unit on 1950s culture and literature, this one concludes by asking students to consider how the stereotypical Native American images have been created, why might they have been created, who might benefit from their creation, and how the students might work to transform the images.
Possibilities
Although different in content, these outlined approaches to teaching American literature reveal a shared pedagogy designed to challenge and call into question long-held assumptions about the American literary tradition, cultural history, literary teaching practices, and contemporary American society. At the core of this pedagogy is the hope that the English classroom will expand rather than restrict spaces for the multiplicity of voices that define democracy. Finally, as is the goal of all such critical pedagogies, students are left with possibilities for critical The assignment is not necessarily designed to condemn or condone the appropriateness of the chosen image but to describe and problematize its role as both marketing tool and identity marker. action and active reflection. Our aim is to create opportunities for democratic transformation for our students, their communities, and the world.
